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ABSTRACT 

\^ A renewed interest in traditional religious beliefs 
and values has been noted on college caiqpuses. As part of a series on 
the role of religion in the lives of university students and to 
assess student beliefs about the nature of God\ and detibrmine the. way 
in which such beliefs were held, 254 college fireshmen were surveyed. 
Students were categorized^ iiito one of four relt^ious orientations: 
(1) extrinsic, in which religion is subordinated to self-needs; (2) 
intrinsic, in which religious attitudes help to determine behavior; 
(3) indiscriminately pro^religious , in which religion serves an 
all-encompassing role in meeting self-needs^ and (4) indiscriminately 
anti-religious in which religion is rejected. Most students endorsed 
traditional concepts of God. Students classified as intrinsic in 
religious orientation were more traditional than students classified 
as extrinsic in religious orientation and did not believe that a 
person had only his/her own resources to call upon for assistance. 
Many students classified as indiscriminately anti-religious believed 
in a personal God or Supreme Being. More^ anti-religious students 
(22%) than those classilied in other orientations Relieved that a 
person has only his/her own resources to call on. More students 
classified as extrinsic believed irt spiritual forces outside of the 
individuals, although most affirmed traditional concepts. 
(Author/JAC) 
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r A. remwed interest in traditional reHgious beliefs and values has been^^ii^dent 
on cdlc|;e and university campuses nation. A recent Nlational^ on 

Campus Report (1980) su^sted that students m some campuses were increase 
ingly tumii|g to conservative evangelical groups, while on other campuses, , 

• . ■ 

* • ■ ' 

students wer/e seeking involvement in traditional religious organizations. Most 

• ■ , . ^ . . ■ 

such students were reportedly seelcing to explore their religious faith through 
Bible study^ and v{orship. 

■■* ■ • 

' . ^ The present study was undtrtaken as part of a series of studies on the 

rQle <of teligion in ttie life'oC sttidents at a lar^ inetropolitan university. The 

purQom of tliiiB; study vrai to ass^ student beliefs about the nature 6t God 

i and 'to determine the wa^^ in which such beliefs were held. 

Student Beliefs About, the Concept of God 

In his* review of research on the religiousVbeliefs and practices of college 
students, P^ker (1971) found that beliefs atx>ut GodN!;were varied, depending on 
the population sampled. < He jconcluded» hdwever, tha^ about half the students 
studied beli^vbd in a personal God. The. research also suggests denominational 
differences^ i.e.» a higher percentage of Catholics beUeved in a personal God 
than dld Jewish students. In a. more recent studu/Hasting i^nd Hoge (1976) 
reported changes in the beliefs held by college tti^n regarding the '^nature of 
the Deity/' In 1974 they reported that 12% affirmed a Deity as "an infinite- 
ly wise/ omnipotent Creator," and 23% affifmed an ^^'infinitely intelligent aind 
friendly Being/\ the only two options related' to a traditional concept of a 
"personal Godt"^ 

A study of freshmim entering in 1973, tfbnducted at thd DniVersity of 
Maryland by Ambrose and Sedlacek (1973), found that 31% believed in a "personal 



God who vnmm prayer." 329$ in a "SMpreme Mngif* m in i ^rit of life/ 
11% that thelfe are "SQlritual foreea outside of man/ and 11% thai^^a , ^ 
paraon hat only- Ml/her own feaouroet to faU baek on." 

s, ■ * • ■ 

' Rdlteioua Orientation 

The oonoapt of rdifidiit orientation ooneeived by Allpbrt OoeS; AUport and 
Ross, 1967), and developed by numerous others (Wilson^ 1960; Feagin, 1964; Hood; 
1970, 1971; King and Hunt, 1969) was ehosen to provide a framework for 
understanding how beliefs about God were held by oottege students. Four 
reUgious erieftUUom Iwerct deOned as foUows: (1) Extrinaie religious orientation 
is an i^trumental. utiUtarian perspective in which religion is subordinated to the 
needs of the self; (2) intrinsie religious orientation is a perspective in which 
religious attitudes serve to undergird and determine personal behavior; (3) 
indiscriminately pr»Teligious orientation is one in which religion serves as an 
all-encompassing role in meeting the needs of the 'self without regard to 
contradictions that may exist between these needs and' religious precepts; and (4) 
indjscrlminately anti-reliirfous orientation is one in which religion is rejected as 
a way to meet t^ needs of self or to guide personal behavior. 

Method 

A questionnaire concerning religious orientation and. concept of Ood was 
administared to a random sample of 254 entering freshmen et the University of 
Maryland. Collage Park. Most studento were 17 or 18 years of age (42% and S6%, 
reipeettvely); 49% ware male 51% Were female: 87% were white, 8% btaek, and 
5% other races. Reli^pua prefere&ees were 34% Catholie. 25% Protestant, 21% 
Jewish, 4% "bther", and 16% "hone." Most atudents (87%) preferred the religious 
tradition in wMeh thay haid been reared (Knight 'and Sadlaeek. 1981). 



The questionnaire included the Intrii^ic-Extrinsie (I-^E) scale developed by Fea0n to 
measure Peligious orientation, and students were grouped into categories of reli(;ious 
orientation, luing the mfedian "split method recommended by Hood (1970). Students 
were oTso asked to ihdicate their current religious preference, the religion in 
which they were reaped, and their concept of God. 

Results 

Most ^udents endorised traditional concepts of God: 45% believed in a 
"personal 13dd,'» 27€ |)eUe^ed in a "Supreme Being," 11% believed that a person 
has "only his/her o«f n i^sour^es to call on," 10% believed that "there are spiritual 
forces outside of man,"' and 7% believeil in a "spirit of life." ' 

Significant differences (Chi squafe at .01) were found among the four religious 
orientations on the concept of God (Table 1). ^Students classified as intrinsic in 
religious orientation were most traditional in their beliefs about God: 64% 
believed In . a personal God, and 26% believed in a Supreme Being. None of these 
intrinsic students believed that a person had only his/her own resources to call on. 

Many, students classified as indiscriminately anti-religious believed in a 
personal God or believed in a Supreme Being* (38% and 20%, respectively). 
However, njore anti-religious (22%) students than those with other orientations 
believed that a person has only his/hep own resources to call onl 

While most students classified fts extrinsic also affirmed traditional concepts 
of God (35% believed in a personal God, 35% believed in a Supreme Beinst), more 
students in this category than in the others believed that there are spiritual 
forces outside of man (19%). ' 

Pro^eligious students tended to be close to the mean of all the other groups, 
althot^h thfef]^ were most discrepant in their belief in a Supreme Being (33%) and 
belief that a person has only one's own resources to call on (3%). 



y DiieuMton . < 

The diffcrtnoe among feligotii ortenUtiom ftygested « relttlonihip between 
the concept of God hdd by college ttudenU and the wey religion Amctloned in 
their Uvei. Students looring Mgh on the extrinsic eeele tised religion to provide 
security, sUtus end sodel opportunitiM. Id a similar fashion, their concept of . 
God reflected a need for sources of support outside themselves, particularly those 
students who beUeved there are "Spiritual fordss outside of man." StudenU with 

an intrinsic orientation no|t only affirmed traditional pietistic rjdlgion and gave it 

"* r . " 

a superordinate role in their lives, but that pietism was reflected in their consept 
of God as "personal" or as a "Supreme Being." The beUef that a person has only 
his/her own resources to call on was particularly inconsistent with the primary 
role that religion held for these students. 

The concepts held by students classified as indiscriminately anti-religious 
were particularly interesting. More of these students believed that a person had 
■Vmly his/her own resources to call on" than students in other orientaUoiu, and 
this was consistent with their disavow of religious precepts. However, a majority ' 
of these antI->reIigious. students afflrmed traditional concepts of God. Studento 
with an anti-religious orientation seemed somewhat selective rather than 
indiscriminate in what they would take from religion. 

There are several ways that results of this study might be utiUaed by 
counselors and student personnel workers. Firsts a Workshop for student af fairs 
staff, particularly for counselors and chaplains, could be organiied around the 
results. The purpose of Jhe workshop would be to improve the sophistication of 
thoae working with students in utilising religious date and concepts. Sfoond, the 
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results of this study could be used in planning other studies, including other 
implications of religious orientation in student life, a longitudinal study of 
changes in religious orientation and values, and an intercampus study of religious 
orientation. Third, a program exploring the implications for student retention , 
a combined research and service program, could be implemented. 

These and other ideas are being considered to positively affect the lives of 
students at the University of Maryland based on a consideration of religious 
variables. ; 
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Table L 

RBUOIOUS ORIBlfrATIOM PY GOD CONCEPT* 



God Concept 



Bellgipus OrienUtion 
Pro-Religloui Extrintio Intrimio Anti-Religiout l^tal 



I believe in a 
personal God 

I believe in a 
Supreme Being 

I beUeve a person 
has only his/iier 
own resources to 
call on 

I believe tiiat 
there are spiritual 
forces outside of 
man 

I believe in a 
spirit of life 



r . 



49% 
38% 

3% 

8% 
0% 



35% 
35% 

8% 

19% 
3% 



64% 38% 
26% - 20% 



0% 



2% 
7% 



22% 



12% 



8% 



45% 

27% 



U% 



10% 
7% 



ldO% 



100% 



100% 



100% 



100%»» 



•Differences significant usiiy otii square at .01 
•• Columns or rows may not add to 100% due to rounding 
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